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Human Disturbance Influences the Long-billed Curlew’s
Foraging Behavior (Numenius americanus)

Isaac Rath

Department of Wildlife, Cal Poly Humboldt

INTRODUCTION: There have been a lot of
studies done on the Long-billed Curlew around the
Humboldt bay (Colwell and Mathis 2001, Leeman
et al. 2001, Mathis et al. 2006) however not many
on the impact of humans on them. This study
looked at whether humans are affecting the
foraging behavior of the Long-billed Curlew
around Humboldt bay.
DIET: The Curlew has a wide-ranging diet
including bivalves, marine worms, ghost shrimp,
and crabs (Leeman et al. 2001). When Curlews find
their food, they can spend up to 4 minutes with one
prey item and if it is muddy, they will spend time
washing it in water before eating it (Leeman et al.
2001, Stenzel et al. 1976).

With the Outlier (R2=0.05, P = 0.07)
Without the Outlier (R2= 0.07, P = 0.02)

RESULTS: After analyzing the data using linear
regressions, I realized that there was an outlier that was
throwing all the data off. Therefore, I ran the regressions
twice; once with the outlier and one time without. With the
outlier included in the analysis, I found no relationship
between humans and probing behavior (Fig. 1, R2=0.05,
P=0.07). However, when the outlier was excluded, probing
significantly decreased in the presence of humans (Fig. 1,
R2=0.07, P=0.02). Similarly, preening was negatively
related to humans without the outlier (R2=0.06, P=0.04),
but that relationship diminished when the outlier was
included in the analysis (R2=0.03 and P=0.11). Finally,
there was no correlation between Curlew vigilance and
human disturbance with or without the outlier included in
the regression (Fig. 2, R2=0.02, P=0.18; R2=0.04, P=0.11).

Figure 1: Long-Billed Curlews foraged less in the presence of human
disturbance, but this relationship was lost with the inclusion of a single outlier.

STUDY AREA: There were two study areas, one
was the McDaniel slough, and the other was the
Elk River estuary. These two areas were chosen
because of their proximity to walking paths and for
the abundance of curlews that are in the area.
METHODS: For this study, I did a focal animal
survey for the duration of 10 min. The observations
were made at a minimum distance of 25m with the
use of binoculars or a scope. During the 10 min
period, I recorded four different behaviors.
1. Human Disturbance: This was the number of
people walking/running/biking, cars driving by,
and gunshots around the area of the curlew.
2. Vigilance: This was defined by when the
Curlew stopped what it was doing and lifted its
head and looked around.
3. Preen: This was anytime the Curlew would stop
and adjust its feathers with its beak or feet.
4. Probe: This was defined by anytime the Curlew
was actively sticking its bill into the tidal flat.

With the outlier (R2=0.02, P = 0.18)
Without the Outlier (R2 = 0.04, P = 0.11)

DISCUSSION: The outlier was a situation where there was
1 min left in the survey and a group of 20 people came upon
a feeding/probing curlew driving it off. This threw off the
data analysis and therefore I am not using that data point.
The results and this situation show that there is a correlation
between the Long-billed Curlew and human disturbance.
These results prove my original hypothesis. This would
mean that we need to protect a greater area, so the Longbilled Curlew and other birds are not disturbed by humans.
In addition, it may be better for people to go in smaller
groups to further reduce the amount of disturbance we are
causing to the wildlife in these areas (Pfister et al. 1992).
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